The study presented in this paper focuses on an important aspect of life-event decision making: Consumer Decision Making. The purpose of the reported research was to ascertain if there is correlation between participating in the 4-H Consumer Decision Making (CDM) Program and life skill development. The study identified twelve life skills. The research hypothesis was that participants involved in multiple opportunities of the CDM program will report higher levels of positive life skill development than individuals reporting minimal involvement. Participants reported the 4-H CDM Program influenced development of decision making, critical thinking, and useful/ marketable life skills. The study investigated the relationship between member participation in eight core CDM program opportunities in Minnesota 4-H and life skill development. The study found that county fair project exhibit, county day camp, state consumer decision making educational activity/field trip, and consumer decision making judging contests have significant influence on life skills. It was determined that participants involved in more opportunities (6-8) reported greater influence on life skill development than participants in only 1-2 program opportunities.
Introduction
The mission of 4-H is to "empower youth to reach their full potential, working and learning in partnership with caring adults" (National 4-H Council, 2011) . Over the years, numerous studies have been conducted to determine the impact of 4-H on participants and it has been found that active participation in 4-H programs contribute to improved quality of life in family, community and various life skills (Astroth, & Haynes, 2002; Goodwin, et al., 2005; McKinley, 1999; Mulroy, & Kraimer-Rickaby, 2006) . Additional studies have evaluated specific 4-H programming efforts to identify life skill development, including service learning programs (Stafford, Boyd, & Linder, 2003) , camping programs (Klem, & Nicholson, 2008) , livestock projects and judging programs (Boleman, Cummings, & Briers, 2004; Lange, 2004; Nash, & Sant, 2005; Rusk, Martin, Talbert, & Balschweid, 2002; Ward, 1996) ; and consumer decision making programs (Olson, & Croymans, 2008) . In addition, some studies have compared life skill development gained through 4-H and other youth development organizations (Maass, Wilken, Jordan, Culen, & Place, 2006; Miller, & Bowen, 1993) .
Researchers have become increasingly interested in identifying the link between specific life skills development and participation in specific elements within a program. Some examined life skills including decision making, leadership, team work, public speaking, problem solving, and critical thinking. Most studies have suggested a positive correlation between participating in 4-H youth development programs and a growth in the development of participants' life skills. (Boyd, Herring, & Briers, 1992; Cantrell, Heinsohn, & Doebler, 1989; Diem, 2004; Fitzpatrick, Gagne, Jones, Lobley, & Phelps 2005; Fox, Schroeder, & Lodl, 2003; Mincemoyer, & Perkins, 2003; Mincemoyer, & Perkins, 2005; Pennington, & Edwards, 2006; Radhakrishna, & Sinasky, 2005; Seevers, & Dormody, 1994) . What these studies do not tell us is the impact on participants over time.
Among all the life skills, judgment and decision-making have received extensive research attention (Albert, & Steinberg, 2011) . The ability to make sensible decisions is one of the key characteristics of the mature adolescent. In addition, since many of the decisions made during adolescence serve to shape, expand or limit the life course (Mann, Harmoni, & Power, 1989) , it is critical to help youth build competence in decision making. Educators agree upon the fact that the decision making process can be taught through special programs or school curriculum. Dybal and Sondag (2000) , for example, described a teaching technique that takes students through the steps of a decision making model. The steps include describing the problem, checking influences, identifying alternatives, checking risks and consequences, decision action, and evaluation. The technique advocates for the use of pre-written scenarios and worksheets as teaching aids (Dybdal, & Sondag, 2000) .
The study presented in this article focuses on an important aspect of life-event decision making: consumer decision making. This study will explore the correlation of life skill development of the 4-H Consumer Decision Making (CDM) program participants over time. It is believed that making purchases, either big or small, involves a process parallel to the decision making process. Consumer decision making requires life skills that enables consumers to make wise decisions utilizing a dual-process involving analytical and experiential cognition. The skills needed can be taught and developed through programs tailored to train wise consumers. Olson and Croymans (2008) reported that as a result of participating in the 4-H CDM program, youth are more competent and confident in making consumer decisions. Participants also are more skilled in learning to reason, recognize quality products, and to make decisions based on a given situation.
Program Design
The 4-H Consumer Decision Making (CDM) program conducted by the University of Minnesota Extension provides a venue for youth to learn and practice the cross-cutting life skill of decision making. The program also incorporates the experiential learning theory "whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience," (Kolb, 1984) by bridging the youth's newly acquired knowledge and skills to an awareness and response to local needs. The CDM program continuum includes team practice on the county level with a volunteer coach, regional and state contests, and a state service learning activity which culminates in community service in their local county. Additional opportunities include day camps, field trips and project exhibits. At a minimum, participants experience the county judging team practice and may advance to the state contest. Counties with a more comprehensive program have supplemental short term consumer education skill building opportunities such as day camps and field trips that may support and recruit participants to the county judging team practice and multiple levels of contests. Each opportunity is defined below.
County Judging Team Practice -small group youth experience with a volunteer adult relationship, duration varies from site to site, but usually involves multiple sessions starting with learning the decision making judging process and then practicing utilizing real-life scenarios in a judging format.
County Consumer Day Camp -short term site-based day camp experience focusing on consumer skills with age appropriate individual and group work guided by volunteer adult.
County Consumer Education Field Trips -short term experience in the real world of the community with age appropriate individual and group work guided by volunteer adult. The field trip may include a tour of a retail store to learn how stores are laid out and products are marketed, a scavenger hunt, an assigned shopping assignment, or similar activity.
County Fair Consumer Education Project Exhibit -usually an individually developed project representing what the youth has learned about consumerism during the past year of project work that is conference judged and displayed at a county fair.
Consumer Decision Making Judging Contests (County, Regional or State) -a short term experience where individuals typically participate in county judging team practices and then participate in a county, regional, and/or state judging contest which involves individual judging of consumer classes that include a written scenario, criteria, and four options to rank, present oral reasons to defend the decisions made, and participate in a group process activity to demonstrate team decision making skills.
State Consumer Decision Making Educational Activity/Field Trip -a short term experience where individuals learn about issues in our Minnesota communities (such as family food costs, shelter, and clothing), purchasing strategies, and participate in a related shopping or educational experience. Upon completion of the experience the teams defend their purchasing decisions to the large group based on the given criteria and upon return to their home community donate any purchased items to a local non-profit organization.
Purpose
The purpose of this research project was to determine if there is a correlation between participating in the 4-H CDM Program and participants' life skill development. Our research question was: What impact does participation in the 4-H Consumer Decision Making Program have on the subject's life skill development related to consumerism, over time? Findings may indicate the optimal participant dosage for maximum life skill development… so how much programming is necessary to impact positive influence on life skill development?
Our hypothesis was that participants who were involved as youth in multiple opportunities of the CDM program would report a higher level of positive influence on their life skill development than individuals reporting only minimal involvement in the program.
Methodology Participants
The target population for the study was alumni of the Minnesota 4-H CDM program. The investigators contacted Extension staff in all 87 Minnesota counties and volunteer 4-H CDM judging coaches for a list of current and past participants of the program. The contact information provided influenced the age range of the respondents. Three hundred and ninety four names were submitted from counties with only 256 having complete contact information. The survey tool and consent materials were mailed in 2008 through the United States Postal Service inviting these individuals to participate in the study. The original hard copy invitation was followed by three postcard reminders and a final hard copy invitation. Twenty five mailings were returned that were non-forward able. Seventy surveys were completed either online or through the mail, resulting in a 30.3% return rate (N=70). According to Russ-Eft and Preskill, at least 65 subjects are needed from a 200-people population (32.5%) to ensure a confidence interval of 90%. The authors accept the 30.3% response rate as acceptable.
The participants of the study were 70 current and past Minnesota 4-H CDM participants from 16 counties who were involved in the program as youth. The mean age of respondents was 19 with a range of 12 to 39 years of age. All participants were youth at the time of participation in CDM. Eighty three percent of the participants were female and 17% were male. Eight (11.4%) of the participants had been enrolled in the 4-H program for 5 years or less; 23 (32.9%) of the participants had been enrolled between 5 and 10 years; and 39 (55.7%) of the participants had been enrolled for 10 or more years. The average number of years individuals participated in each of the eight CDM program opportunities is listed in Table 1 . 
Instrument
The survey consisted of eleven items. Participants were asked to provide demographic information, including age, gender, county of 4-H membership, number of years enrolled in 4-H, and the project areas they were enrolled in. Participants were also asked the number of years they participated in each of the eight 4-H CDM program opportunities. The survey had four Likert-scale questions, which were designed based on the Ak-Sar-Ben 4-H Exhibitor Alumni Survey (Lange, 2004) and Targeting Life Skills Model (Hendricks, 2006) . The Likert-scale questions measured the participants' perceptions about their development of twelve life skills, how they gather information prior to making purchases, how often they use the steps of the consumer decision making process when making larger purchases, and the level of influence the program had on positive youth development outcomes (Lerner, et al., 2005; Roth & BrooksGunn, 2003) . The investigators identified twelve life skills from the Targeted Life Skills Model (Hendricks, 2003) that could be influenced by participation in the CDM program. The survey also had four open-ended questions to expand on the Likert-scale question responses. Participants were asked to share the process they use when making a significant and small purchase; the life skills they developed or enhanced through the 4-H CDM program; and the impact the program has had on their life.
The survey was reviewed by the state 4-H CDM committee, state Extension evaluation specialists, and an associate professor of education. The survey was field tested with four program participants to determine readability and usability of the tool. Adjustments to question terminology were made in the pilot survey tool based on the feedback and recommendations of the review team and field test. The study was approved by the Institutional Review BoardHuman Subjects Committee, University of Minnesota (project #0802S26023).
Analysis
All survey responses were inputted into Survey Monkey and coded using the REMARK program. The present analysis focuses on the relationship of the participants' depth of involvement in the program and their perceived influence of life skill development.
One of the Likert-scale questions asked participants to indicate the level of influence participation in the 4-H CDM program had on development of the twelve life skills, using a scale of 1 (no influence) to 4 (major influence). Quantitative data, gathered through the question, was analyzed using the SPSS Statistics version 19.
A separate data set was made for each 4-H CDM program opportunity: the first group being respondents who answered "no" to having participated in the listed opportunity and the second group being respondents who answered "yes" to having participated in the opportunity. Qualitative data, gathered through open-ended questions was analyzed using a theme mapping process. The theme mapping included reviewing all data for common language, then grouping via higher level.
Results
The self-reported level of influence that participation in the 4-H CDM program had on the development of specific life skills was positive for most of the life skills. The majority of participants reported the program had a "moderate" to "major" influence upon their life skill development in all of the life skills except for "Empathy/Concern for Others." Approximately a third of the participants identified decision making (35.71%), critical thinking (31.43%), and useful/marketable skills (30%) as life skills that the program had a "major influence." Approximately 50% of the respondents believed the program had at least a "moderate influence" on their life skill development in the areas of: critical thinking, decision making, cooperation/teamwork/contribution to group effort, leadership, planning/organizing, wise use of resources, communication, useful/marketable skills, learning to learn, service learning, and accepting differences. Empathy/concern for others was the only skill that the majority of respondents reported "no" or "minor" influence (Table 2) . Non-parametric tests for two independent samples were used to analyze the relationship between participation in the CDM program opportunities and self-reported level of influence their participation had on life skill development. The one program opportunity that appears to have influenced the most life skills is the County Fair Consumer Education Project Exhibit. The results indicate that those participating in this opportunity reported a statistically significant influence on the development of a number of life skills, including critical thinking, decision making, leadership, planning/organizing, communication, and accepting differences.
Participation in a County Consumer Day Camp significantly influenced the development of the service learning and accepting differences life skills. Respondents indicated participation in the State CDM Educational Activity/Field Trip had a significant influence on the life skills of cooperation, service learning, and empathy/concern for others. County Consumer Educational Field Trip, County CDM Judging Contest and Regional CDM Judging Contest had a significant influence on limited areas of life skills development, namely, wise use of resources, accepting differences and critical thinking, respectfully. Opportunities such as County Judging Team Practice and State CDM Judging Contest did not show a significant influence on the development of any life skills (Table 3) .
Table 3
Reported level of influence CDM program opportunities had on life skill development (N=70) *p < 0.05 (statistically significant)
To determine the amount of dosage that has the most influence on life skill development a nonparametric analysis was used to examine the differences between four groups of individuals who participated in different numbers of opportunities. Individuals that reported participating in a multiple number of CDM program opportunities ranging from 3, 4-5, and 6-8 were compared to individuals participating in a minimum of 1-2 opportunities. It was found that those who .028* participated in more opportunities (4-5 and 6-8) reported a significant influence in the development of more life skills than those with minimal participation in only 1-2 opportunities. All participants with a higher level of participation (3, 4-5 and 6-8 opportunities) reported participation had a significant influence on the life skill of accepting differences, while participation in 4-8 opportunities had a significant influence on critical thinking. Involvement in 3 opportunities compared to only 1-2 opportunities also showed a significant influence on the leadership life skill. Individuals in 4-5 opportunities also reported decision making and communication life skills were significantly influenced by participation. Participation in 6-8 opportunities compared to 1-2 opportunities had the greatest impact with significance reported for 6 life skills; critical thinking, leadership, planning/organizing, wise use of resources, useful/marketable skills, and accepting differences. Age of participants at the time of the survey indicated a difference in reported level of life skill development. Data comparing participants age 18 and under with those 19 and older at time of reporting, indicated that the CDM program significantly influenced four life skills; critical thinking, learning to learn, service learning, and empathy/concern for others. When participants age 21 & under were compared with those ages 22 & over at time of reporting, a significant difference on influence on life skill development was found in only two areas: service learning and empathy/concern for others. Participants also identified several life skills that were developed or enhanced through the CDM program, such as critical thinking; the ability to prioritize and compare items before; and public speaking, communication and teamwork skills. Individuals report participation in the CDM program has equipped them with the skills to think through their needs and make informed decisions about their purchases (Table 6) . Table 6 Life skill development through CDM program
Category Examples of Quotes
The ability to making better or wiser decisions (n=32) "I learned to look at products closer so I make the best choice." "I tend to think things through more thoroughly when I make purchases now. And find myself asking is this the best choice." "To make wiser decisions in cost, quality, quantity, etc. whenever I purchase something."
Critical thinking, reasoning, analyzing skills (n=19) "I learned about analyzing the products I may buy and how to choose the best one." "I developed skills for evaluating different consumer products with regards to cost, quality, purpose, etc." "I tend to think things through more thoroughly when I make purchases now."
The ability to prioritize, comparing items before the purchase (n=16)
"I learned how to compare items when buying a product and how to rank them in regards to my needs." "I am able to compare and contrast many different products and services that I purchase throughout the day/month." "Systematic decision making -using pen and paper -writing a priority list of criteria."
Public speaking, communication, team work skills, confidence
"Public Speaking -confidence, organizational skills, timelines" "My communication skills improved from my participation in the CDM program."
Discussion
Participation in select CDM program opportunities resulted in statistically significant levels of influence in particular life skills. Exhibiting a county fair consumer education project had significant influence on the most life skills; critical thinking, decision making, leadership, plan/ organizing, communication and accepting differences life skills. Participating in the state educational activity/field trip or the county day camp also resulted in influencing more than one life skill. The ability to critically think and make decisions is a desired outcome of a consumer education program.
This study suggests that while basic participation in the CDM program (1-2 opportunities) influences the development of the critical thinking and decision making life skills, participating in multiple program opportunities (6-8) significantly increased the program's level of influence on development of these life skills in addition to leadership, planning/organization, wise use of resources, useful/marketable skills, and accepting differences. This strongly supports building the breadth of the program to maximize the cumulative effect on the development of the identified life skills with significant relationships. Opportunities for progressive learning are important because they allow youth to maintain their interest and continue their involvement as they get older (Walker, 2006) . The county consumer day camp and county consumer education field trip are two entry level, short term opportunities with reported significant influence on life skills. Although participants of such opportunities have no obligation to continue with the CDM program, participation may increase interest in the topic and of other opportunities in the program. The county consumer field trip was the only opportunity that had a significant influence on the development of the wise use of resources life skill, which may imply that the hands-on nature of a field trip in the real-life community context helps to build this skill.
For some, awareness of the CDM program is followed by interest in individual exploration of and enrollment in the 4-H Consumer Education project. Study findings of significance on the program's influence of county fair consumer education project exhibits in the development of critical thinking, decision making, and communication life skills match the objectives of the CDM program as well known elements of mastery in individual project work success. Exhibiting a project at the county fair allows one to not only share knowledge, but at higher levels of learning, allows one to synthesize their comprehension and application of knowledge gained and express this through a new product/exhibit. Connecting multiple learning opportunities within a program to a 4-H project supports higher level of cognitive learning.
Life skills are learned by being involved with a specific 4-H project over time (Fitzpatrick, et al., 2005) . This study's respondents' reported being enrolled in the 4-H program for an average of 8 years. The CDM program participants report being involved in county CDM judging team practices for an average of 3.42 years and in the state consumer contest for an average of 2.88 years. Such data suggests that multiple progressive learning opportunities exist for some participants in the CDM program. The significant findings found for participants of these multiple progressive learning opportunities encourage the development of such a full program model to reach a higher level of influence upon life skill development.
This study finds promising results for life skill building through CDM yet caution is required since there was not a control group to compare to youth who did not participate in 4-H programming. Also, alumni can control for their additional life experiences and opportunities that would have built their life skills in other ways.
To ensure the greatest impact on life skill development, this study supports the creation of a program delivery model with multiple opportunities for participation. Key opportunities that support positive youth development include encouraging participants to continue their exploration of a topic and their mastery through developing related county fair exhibits. The authors feel both of these findings can apply to the vast range of 4-H youth development program topics. Youth development programs that do not have a county fair venue for youth to exhibit a project are encouraged to identify showcase opportunities for youth to develop, share and display projects that represents what they have learned about consumerism. Such venues might include sharing their learning at a parent night, displaying an exhibit or poster at the local library, or communicating what they have learned through traditional or social media, including radio, newspaper or newsletter article, You Tube, Facebook, or Twitter.
